Sexual Violence Against Women during the Holocaust: Inside and Outside of Extermination Camps by Williams, Jessie
History in the Making 
Volume 14 Article 6 
2021 
Sexual Violence Against Women during the Holocaust: Inside and 
Outside of Extermination Camps 
Jessie Williams 
CSUSB 
Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarworks.lib.csusb.edu/history-in-the-making 
 Part of the Holocaust and Genocide Studies Commons, and the Women's History Commons 
Recommended Citation 
Williams, Jessie (2021) "Sexual Violence Against Women during the Holocaust: Inside and Outside of 
Extermination Camps," History in the Making: Vol. 14 , Article 6. 
Available at: https://scholarworks.lib.csusb.edu/history-in-the-making/vol14/iss1/6 
This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the History at CSUSB ScholarWorks. It has been accepted 





Sexual Violence Against Women during the 
Holocaust: Inside and Outside of Extermination 
Camps 
 
By Jessie Williams 
 
 
Abstract: The article will explore women’s sexual experiences 
during the Holocaust, specifically the experience of those who 
were targeted by the Nazi regime for being “inferior” to the Aryan 
race. During this period, Jewish women, women categorized as 
“asocial” despite their German citizenship, women who identified 
as Romani, and Soviet or Ukrainian women were targets of sexual 
violence mostly at the hands of members of the Nazi Party.1 
However, these women were also assaulted by the partisans who 
helped hide them, liberating soldiers, and male prisoners because 
of the vulnerable situations many women found themselves in. This 
article focuses first on the importance of the female experience 
during the Holocaust, the dangers of the “hierarchy of suffering,” 
and the various forms of sexual violence women faced regardless 
of if they were in ghettos, extermination camps, or in hiding. This 
article also touches on the debate about whether consensual sex 
existed under Nazi occupation and introduces the concept of 
“limited choice,” a concept that expresses women’s reduced 
choices and emphasizes that the reduction of choices forced them 
to choose options they would not have chosen normally when laws 
and morality applied. Women during the Holocaust had to make 
difficult choices to survive, and when faced with sexual assault or 
death, many women chose sexual assault; however, that does not 
make the sex consensual. 
 
1 Asocial in this context refers to women deemed to have disabilities, both 
mental and physical, in addition to the homeless, prostitutes, alcoholics, 
pacifists, and nonconformists.  
 




In the seventy-five years that have passed since the end of World 
War II, scholars have been able to document and expand on a 
variety of topics regarding the war, but it is only recently that 
women’s sexual experiences during the Holocaust are being 
discussed. Initially, when this topic was brought up by feminist 
scholars in the 1970s, there were concerns that discussing women’s 
experiences would take away from the overall atrocities that made 
up the Holocaust. However, to understand a historical topic, it is 
important to understand the experiences of all groups involved, 
which is why the purposeful avoidance of the female sexual and 
reproductive experience during the Holocaust cannot continue. Part 
of the avoidance of this topic stems from the murky waters 
surrounding consent and if women could give consent due to the 
power imbalance that existed. Introducing the concept of “limited 
choice” and how that influenced survival is essential to our modern 
discussions about the Holocaust because understanding the sexual 
violence that the female victims went through will deepen the 
understanding of the female experience as a whole. 
Before diving into the women’s experiences, it is important 
to address the lack of exploration in this field of study. The field of 
women’s experiences during the Holocaust by itself is a relatively 
new field and discussions about sexual abuse are even newer. 
Sonja Hedgepeth, professor of German at Middle Tennessee State 
University, and Jewish-American writer and researcher Rochelle 
Saidel are two women who have led the charge to open talks about 
sexual violence during the Holocaust. Even then, however, it was 
only in 2007 that they held a conference to specifically discuss the 
sexual violation of women during the Holocaust.2 Part of the 
reason for this lack of representation is a general taboo that exists 
around the topic of rape and sexual abuse during the Holocaust. 
Victims themselves faced stigma and possible ostracism if they 
came forward with their experiences, which was too big of a risk 
 
2 Rochelle G. Saidel and Sonja M. Hedgepeth, eds., Sexual Violence against 
Jewish women during the Holocaust (Lebanon, NH: University Press of New 






for many who just wanted to rebuild their lives.3 When those fears 
are combined with a sense of guilt for surviving, regardless of if 
they used their sexuality to do so, a wave of silence washes over 
the victims that prevents them from talking about their 
experiences.4 Another factor is that, in telling the story of their 
family, some scholars or survivors may not want to admit that their 
relatives were sexually violated.5 The factor that contributes the 
most to the lack of testimony or documentation surrounding this 
topic is that many of the victims were murdered either right after 
their assault or at a later point during the Holocaust.  
With or without testimony, however, the topic is largely 
ignored because there is a concern over a “hierarchy of suffering.” 
The whole concept of the hierarchy of suffering revolves around 
pushing “testimony and stories that perpetuated the narratives of 
those who survived the camps to the forefront of Holocaust 
memory, thus making it difficult for individuals with alternative 
narratives to speak and be heard.”6 Some women survivors do not 
think that the rape of one woman is particularly important when 
depicted in the background of a massive genocide. And 
shockingly, there were and are historians who do not wish to 
trivialize the suffering brought about by the Holocaust by focusing 
 
3 Esther Dror and Ruth Linn, “The Shame is Always There,” in Sexual Violence 
Against Jewish Women During the Holocaust, eds. Sonja M. Hedgepeth and 
Rochelle G. Saidel (Lebanon, NH: University Press of New England, 2010) 
275–289. 
4 Saidel and Hedgepeth, 1–8. 
5 Helene J. Sinnreich, “The Rape of Jewish Women during the Holocaust,” in 
Sexual Violence Against Jewish Women During the Holocaust, eds. Sonja M. 
Hedgepeth and Rochelle G. Saidel (Lebanon, NH: University Press of New 
England, 2010), 108–118. 
6 Zahava Moerdler, “Genocide Memory and Commemoration: Remembering 
the Holocaust and the Effects of the ‘Hierarchy of Suffering’ 70 Years Later 









on the suffering of women specifically.7 In the academic sphere 
there is a fear that “this kind of research would diminish 
understanding of the magnitude of the suffering during the 
Holocaust in general, and that of daily life in particular, under the 
Nazi regime.”8  
Talking about the hierarchy of suffering and its effect on 
the narrative of the Holocaust is important because, if this 
hierarchy exists, a complete history cannot be compiled. This starts 
a trend that prevents people from speaking out because they see 
that others like them are not heard or do not see a place in the 
narrative for their own experiences. For example, in Zoe 
Waxman’s book, Women in the Holocaust, a survivor by the name 
of “Pauline” recounts being molested as a child and explains never 
telling her story until that interview because “in respect of what 
happened, [what we] suffered and saw—the humiliation in the 
ghetto, seeing people jumping out and burned—is this molestation 
important?”9 By only focusing on experiences that fit within an 
expected narrative, personal experiences are devalued, and the 
memory of the Holocaust is changed.  
In addition to outright ignoring survivor accounts that do 
not fit the collective memory of the Holocaust, there is also a 
tendency to speak only about accounts that promote a select set of 
values. By choosing to only remember experiences or stories with 
a moral message, certain experiences are concealed, or worse, 
survivors feel compelled to write something that fits within the 
already widely accepted Holocaust narrative. On the topic of 
women attempting to retain their dignity by changing their 
Holocaust narratives to reflect moral, noble, or heroic behavior, 
Waxman points out: 
 
7 Saidel and Hedgepeth, 1–8. 
8 Nomi, Levenkron, “Death and the Maidens: ‘Prostitution,’ Rape, and Sexual 
Slavery during World War II,” in Sexual Violence Against Jewish Women 
During the Holocaust, eds. Sonja M. Hedgepeth and Rochelle G. Saidel 
(Lebanon, NH: University Press of New England, 2010), 13–25. 
9 Zoe Waxman, Women in the Holocaust: a Feminist History (New York, NY: 







The problem with this approach is not only that it is 
likely that the majority of women were solely intent 
on trying to save themselves from an increasingly 
frightening fate, but also that survivors may feel 
pressure to present their experiences of hiding 
through the lens of heroism. Ironically, then, even 
some attempts to recapture experiences of women 
in hiding have tended to silence those who were 
raped.10  
 
By overlooking narratives that talk about sexual violence or rape, 
the victims of these experiences are being written out of history 
and their suffering prolonged as narratives that condemned them 
were published. 
 Part of the problem when it comes to cementing 
discussions of rape during the Holocaust is a debate within the 
field of Holocaust Studies. As discussed, there is a general 
narrative in place that already makes it difficult to discover how 
often certain acts of sexual violence, such as rape, took place 
because the collective memory has, in some cases, purposefully 
excluded it. An additional problem revolves around the idea of 
consent during the Nazi occupation. Did consensual sex exist 
during the Holocaust for the women under the control of their Nazi 
captors? Given the general oppression and power imbalance, many 
feminist scholars argue that acts of consensual sex were not 
possible, while a counterargument can be made that rendering 
women incapable of making choices in extreme situations 
transforms these women into faceless victims.11  
This article operates from the point of view of a limited or 
reduced choice, using Lawrence Langer’s concept of reduced 
 
10 Waxman, Women in the Holocaust: a Feminist History. 
11 Ibid.  
 




“choiceless choices” as a guideline.12 Langer defines a “choiceless 
choice” as situations “where critical decisions did not reflect 
options between life and death, but between one form of 
‘abnormal’ response and another, both imposed by a situation that 
was in no way of the victim’s own choosing.”13 Langer expresses 
that none of the choices presented to the victims of the Holocaust 
were sensible choices by modern standards. So, while they were 
technically presented with choices, the choices were abnormal 
enough to negate the concept of choice. With the conditions that 
the Nazi regime imposed on their captives, standard concepts of 
morality had to be put aside for survival, so women were forced to 
make impossible decisions. While choice existed, the choices 
available were often matters of life and death and based on a 
traditional sense of morality that meant nothing to the Nazis during 
their war effort.  
A fear of death and a determination to survive put men and 
women into situations where they made decisions that they would 
not have chosen under normal circumstances which is why this 
article argues for the concept of limited or reduced choice. During 
this period, women were trying to navigate life or death situations 
where their options were limited and went against what was 
considered “normal.” To survive, these women made decisions 
they would not have made if prior senses of morality and law were 
applicable. To further illustrate the limited choices women had and 
the situations that women went through that continue to be ignored 
in the conventional collective memory of the Holocaust, it is time 
to examine women’s experiences under Nazi occupation. 
 
 
12 Lawrence L. Langer, “The Dilemma of Choice in the Deathcamps,” in Echoes 
From The Holocaust: Philosophical Reflections on a Dark Time, ed. Alan 







Forms of Sexual Violence 
 
The key defining features of the female experience during the 
Holocaust are the various forms of sexual violence women 
underwent. While there were many nonsexual forms of violence 
during the Holocaust, sexual violence is important to note on its 
own because it includes attacks on the femininity of the women 
themselves and forms of violence with sexual connotations that are 
otherwise ignored. Discussing the impact of gender roles and the 
upbringing of many of the women, Jewish or otherwise, extends 
the forms of sexual abuse they faced both physically and 
emotionally. This is a crucial contribution to World War II 




While it is well documented that the Nazis were fighting a war 
against people they considered inferior, the Jewish population 
being the most well-known, the Nazis were determined to destroy 
any people that they believed were holding back the Aryan race. 
This meant that German citizens who carried traits believed to be 
undesirable were subject to laws governing birth and offspring. In 
1933, the Law for the Prevention of Genetically Diseased 
Offspring was enacted. Under this law, German citizens who were 
identified as having congenital disabilities were forcibly 
sterilized.15 This law was followed in 1935 by the Lebensborn 
program which was meant to strengthen the Aryan race with a 
 
14 Brigitte Halbmayr, “Sexualized Violence against Women during Nazi 
‘Racial’ Persecution,” in Sexual Violence Against Jewish women during the 
Holocaust, eds. Sonja M. Hedgepeth and Rochelle G. Saidel (Lebanon, NH: 
University Press of New England, 2010), 29–40. 
15 Ellen Ben-Sefer, “Forced Sterilization and Abortion as Sexual Abuse,” in 
Sexual Violence Against Jewish Women During the Holocaust, eds. Sonja M. 
Hedgepeth and Rochelle G. Saidel (Lebanon, NH: University Press of New 
England, 2010), 156–170. 
 




focus on pureblood couplings between German people.16 These 
purity laws soon spilled over to affect couples where one partner 
was Jewish because of the Nazi desire to deal with “The Jewish 
Problem” that they believed was contaminating Aryan blood.17 If it 
was discovered that the woman in these mixed couplings was 
pregnant, then their fetus was aborted, and the woman forcibly 
sterilized after.18 Other groups that found themselves victims of the 
Nazi’s racial policies include the Romani and mixed-race 
Germans, in particular, the Afro-Germans, who were singled out, 
and roughly 385 to 500 of their children were forcibly sterilized 
simply because of their racial background.19 
Once inside the camps, women’s forced sterilization did 
not end and often veered into the realm of pseudo-science. 
Auschwitz and its infamous Block 10, for example, is well known 
for the experiments on women’s reproductive organs and forced 
sterilization that took place via radiation, injections, and surgery.20 
These sterilizations and experiments related to sterilization took 
place because of the Nazi’s interest in quicker and easier mass 
sterilizations that would allow them to continue to make use of 
slave labor. According to Viktor Brack (1904–1948), a defendant 
in the Nuremberg trials and the organizer of the Nazis’ euthanasia 
program, approximately three million Jewish men and women that 
were fit to work could “only be suitable [slave] workers if they 
were rendered incapable of reproduction.”21 The experiments 
conducted were poorly performed and often injured or killed the 
victims involved who were rarely if ever told why they were 
experimented on. 
 
16 Ben-Sefer, 156–170. 
17 The “Jewish Problem” was a belief endorsed by Hitler that Jewish people 
were a disease that needed to be stopped, and these were the first steps taken 
towards his goal of extermination. 
18 Ben-Sefer, 156–170. 
19 Ibid., 156–170. The Romani are a group of Indo-Aryan   nomadic people who 
have been subjects of persecution over the course of history.  
20 Waxman, Women in the Holocaust: a Feminist History. 








Given how much the Nazis wanted to control the birth of 
undesirable offspring from races they viewed as inferior, it is no 
surprise that abortion became so common during the Nazi regime. 
Originally, abortion was illegal in Germany but many Jewish 
women in Germany saw the coming change and sought out illegal 
abortions to avoid bringing children into a world where they would 
be seen as an enemy of the Nazi state.22 By 1938, abortion for 
Jewish women was made legal, and by 1941, in many Ghettos, 
Jewish couples had been forbidden to marry or have children, so 
women pregnant up to three months had to have abortions.23 
Wards in hospitals were converted for the express purpose of 
aborting the fetuses of these women, however, secret operations 
were performed by underground doctors as well. Due to their 
subversive nature, it is hard to gauge the exact number of women 
who got abortions this way.24 Regardless of whether the mother 
was compelled by others to give birth or if she made the decision 
herself given the fact that pregnancy was punishable by death, this 
meant that her abortion was still forced given the situation and 
limited choices these women had on hand.25  
Moving onto forced abortions in the camps during this 
period of extreme instability, abortions can be divided into two 
categories: forced abortions ordered by Nazis and abortions 
performed by in-camp doctors or fellow inmates to save the life of 
the mother, sometimes against the mother’s wishes. Birth within 
most labor camps was forbidden and abortions were forced.26 In 
death camps, such as Auschwitz-Birkenau, if a woman was 
discovered to be pregnant, she was automatically sent to the gas 
chambers. Even if the pregnancy was not discovered, it was still a 
 
22 Waxman, Women in the Holocaust: a Feminist History. 
23 Ibid. 
24 Ibid. 
25 Ben-Sefer, 156–170. 
26 Ibid. 
 




death sentence for the baby and mother when they were found 
out.27 Secret abortions were conducted in all camps to save at least 
the mother’s life since the discovery of pregnancy or birth was a 
death sentence. A gynecologist imprisoned in Auschwitz named 
Gisella Perl describes carrying out abortions in the camp in her 
own words: 
 
On dark nights when everyone else was sleeping in 
dark corners of the camp, in the toilet, on the floor, 
without a drop of water, I delivered their babies. 
First I took the nine-month pregnancies, I 
accelerated the birth by the rupture of membranes, 
and usually within one or two days spontaneous 
birth took place without further intervention. Or I 
produced dilation with my fingers, inverted the 
embryo and thus brought it to life. In the dark, 
always hurried, in the midst of filth and dirt. After 
the child had been delivered, I quickly bandaged the 
mother’s abdomen and sent her back to work… I 
delivered women pregnant in the eighth, seventh, 
sixth, fifth month, always in a hurry, always with 
my five fingers, in the dark, under terrible 
conditions.28 
 
An inmate physician, also from Auschwitz, named Lucie 
Adelsberger, admits to performing secret abortions on inmates in 
the camp when she writes, “the child had to die so that the life of 
the mother could be saved.”29 A perfect example of limited choice 
during this time was one of Adelsberger’s patients who came to 
her for a secret abortion because she was a mother of three children 
who were in hiding and she “wished to do anything possible that 
 
27 Ben-Sefer, 156-170. 
28 Ibid., 156–170. 






would enable her to survive and be reunited with her children.”30 
Adelsberger’s patient had the limited choice of doing anything 
possible to ensure her survival or adhering to the moral mindset of 
pre–war Germany where abortion was uncommon and a person 
faced serious stigma if discovered. Abortions were mostly done 




A key concept to understand when it comes to the topic of 
humiliation is what historian Brigitte Halbmayr defines as 
sexualized violence: “the term sexualized violence makes it clear 
that male violence against females is not about sexuality but is a 
show of power on the part of the perpetrator and includes many 
forms of violence with sexual connotations such as humiliation.”31 
The point of sexualized violence is that there are forms of violence 
or actions committed via sexuality against the most intimate parts 
of a person. Humiliation was a tactic used often and that could be 
applied to most women regardless of religious background simply 
because of gender norms at the time. An example of this would be 
the shaving of body hair that all prisoners in the camps were forced 
to undergo for supposedly “hygienic reasons,” such as the 
prevention of lice. For many women, however, the shaving of their 
hair counted as a form of humiliation, in part because the 
procedure of shearing head, armpit, and public hair was often done 
either by men or in the presence of men, but also because of the 
stigma the Nazis were purposely inflicting on them. The Nazis 
intended to make the women feel weak and therefore easier to 
control.32 The act of shaving the women’s hair resulted in many 
women seeing themselves as “sub-human” because they lost a key 
identifying trait of their gender and femininity, which was very 
 
30 Ben-Sefer, 156–170. 
31 Halbmayr, 29–40.  
32 Ibid., 29–40.  
 




demoralizing.33 Halbmayr points out that, “Shaving heads was 
regarded as a violation of the body’s integrity and a negation of 
individual and gender specific identity.”34  
With this in mind, the act of shaving the women’s hair was 
more than just humiliating; it was a form of sexualized violence. In 
addition to the shaving of their hair, women were forced to strip 
naked in front of men to be decontaminated when they entered 
camps and to have their bodies searched for valuables.35 For many 
women, a key defining trait of their femininity is their hair and 
without it, they could not outwardly express themselves as 
individuals, unlike men whose gender role did not place a lot of 
significance on the length of their hair. When discussing how the 
women in the shower rooms would cover their shorn heads instead 
of their naked bodies when SS guards walked in, a Czech survivor 
named Libuse Nachtmanova explains that shorn women were 
“more ashamed of the loss of their hair than their nudity.”36 
Particularly embarrassing for women was the fact that they had to 
relieve themselves in the presence of SS guards and the male 
prisoners.37 Women who could still menstruate had to walk around 
with their menstruation dripping down their legs without sanitary 
napkins or anything of the sort. However, it was the loss of the 
ability to menstruate altogether that humiliated women who 
worried that it would cause them to become infertile.38 
 
 
33 Monika J. Flaschka, “‘Only Pretty Women Were Raped’: The Effect of 
Sexual Violence on Gender Identities in the Concentration Camps,” in Sexual 
Violence Against Jewish Women During the Holocaust, eds. Sonja M. 
Hedgepeth and Rochelle G. Saidel (Lebanon, NH: University Press of New 
England, 2010), 77–89.  
34 Halbmayr, 29–40.  
35 Ibid., 29–40.  
36 Ibid., 29–40.  
37 Ibid., 29–40.  








There is a long history of victims of sexual abuse staying silent 
because they fear being blamed for what happened to them and as 
discussed in the above sections, it is difficult for anyone with a 
unique narrative to talk about their experiences without getting 
shut down by others. One problem that Holocaust victims who 
suffered sexual abuse faced is that for a period there was a belief 
that German men or members of the SS rarely raped Jewish 
women because of the concept of Rassenschande. This anti-
miscegenation concept in Nazi German racial policy barred sexual 
relations between Aryans and non-Aryans.39 However, Nazi 
policies were not always strictly followed depending on the region 
and the general timing of the policy. In addition, many victims of 
sexual abuse at the hands of Germans or regional soldiers working 
with the Germans were killed after they were sexually assaulted so 
they were not able to report their experience. If there is no living 
victim, then Rassenschande does not matter. Women who could 
not pass as Aryan or were part of groups considered inferior by the 
Germans were at risk of sexual assault regardless of the location or 
their circumstances during the Holocaust. Women who spent time 
in ghettos, labor camps, and hiding have recorded testimonies 
about rape during the Holocaust. Even the liberation of women 
from the control of the Germans brought with it the risk of rape. 
During the Holocaust, women were raped throughout Nazi-
occupied Germany by various people who held some type of 
power over them. The offenders ranged from Nazi soldiers to local 
peoples assisting the Nazis, to fellow Jewish people, and the 
partisans that assisted many women in hiding. Within the Ghettos, 
despite the order preventing Nazis from looting Jewish houses and 
the Rassenschande, rape still occurred. A Warsaw doctor spoke of 
it saying, “One continually hears of the raping of Jewish girls in 
 
39 Eva Fodelman, “Sexual Abuse of Jewish Woman during and after the 
Holocaust: a Psychological Perspective,” in Sexual Violence Against Jewish 
Women During the Holocaust, eds. Sonja M. Hedgepeth and Rochelle G. Saidel 
(Lebanon, NH: University Press of New England, 2010), 255–272. 
 




Warsaw. The Germans suddenly enter a house and rape fifteen or 
sixteen year-old girls in the presence of their parents and 
relatives.”40 The rapes became so commonplace that people rarely 
batted an eye. Within concentration and labor camps, rape was still 
something women had to fear from SS soldiers or fellow inmates if 
they were in a mixed-gender camp. A survivor named Paula N. 
recalls a pregnant woman being gang-raped by four German 
guards for trying to avoid deportation to Stutthof.41 For women, it 
is clear that the risk of rape and other acts of sexual violence did 
not disappear once out of the ghettos. 
Women who attempted to avoid capture by hiding were 
still vulnerable during this time both because they were often 
hiding on their own and because of the risks associated with being 
found which promoted their silence. These women were “surviving 
on the margins of society, and this made them extremely 
vulnerable.”42 Women in hiding could be “attacked by the people 
who sheltered them and exploited their absolute 
dependency…sometimes women were attacked by other Jews 
hiding with them.”43 A male survivor going by the name of Reuven 
gave testimony to authors Esther Dror and Turh Linn about the 
Russian Partisans who accepted himself, his mother, and his 
younger brother into their group but the price for their protection 
was the sexual abuse and rape his mother as they did to all the 
women they accepted.44 In response to their question of “What did 
the partisans do, the Russians?”45 he replied: “Drink, right? And 
when they drink what do they want? What do they want, to 
‘screw.’ Whom? They had women.”46  
 
40 Sinnreich, 108–118. 
41 Ibid., 108–118. 
42 Waxman, “Rape and Sexual Abuse in Hiding,” 124–133.  
43 Levenkron, 13–25. 
44 Dror and Linn, 275–289.  
45 Ibid., 275–289.  






Reuven went on to say that “in war everything is 
allowed…it was the norm.”47 This brings up the concept of limited 
choice once again. Reuven’s mother expresses that, from her 
perspective, what she had to do to ensure their survival was 
shameful: “I was ashamed, but I knew it was part of life. If you 
want to live, because, otherwise, he could have put a bullet through 
your head, and it would be all over.”48 However, her choices were 
limited. His mother was a single woman trying to ensure the 
survival of her family and the Russian Partisans promised 
protection and resources that in the end did play a role in their 
survival. Once survival was no longer the utmost concern and 
choices were no longer limited, many women were able to look 
back on their past actions and feel shame because the reduction of 
choices forced them to choose options they would not have chosen 
normally if the laws and morality they were raised with still 
applied. 
Even liberation did not spare women from the possibility of 
rape because liberators often raped women under the mindset that 
the women should be grateful that they were being saved. So 
grateful that they should repay them with sex. Many women have 
shared their fear of Russian liberators because they were known for 
raping the women they liberated in addition to raping German 
women if captured.49 A Jewish woman named Ellen Getz was 
found and raped in a basement by Russian soldiers after the 
capture of Germany.50 When it was explained that Ellen was 
Jewish and someone the Nazis had focused their aggression on, the 
Russian soldiers replied, “A woman is a woman,” showing no 
regard for the plight of Ellen and other women who lived under the 
Nazi regime.51 With the prospect of freedom being both unsure and 
carrying its own risk of sexual assault, women continued to suffer 
 
47 Dror and Linn, 275–289. 
48 Ibid., 275–289. 
49 Ibid., 275–289.  
50 Levenkron, 13–25.  
51 Ibid., 13–25.  
 









A debated part of the topic of brothels is whether Jewish women 
were forced to serve as sexual outlets in the brothels. Some 
testimonies talk about Jewish women working in the brothels but 
officially there is little proof that Jewish women were purposefully 
sought out for this work because of the racial purity laws that 
existed. However, as talked about before, the laws did not protect 
Jewish women. If anything, these laws just guaranteed that if a 
Jewish woman was assaulted by an Aryan man, it was done in 
secret or they were killed after. Historian Helene Sinnreich argues 
that,  
 
According to German regulations, Jewish women 
were not supposed to work in official brothels 
servicing Germans…this was reiterated in another 
order in March of 1942. This reissuing of the 
regulation is an indication that it was probably not 
being followed.52 
  
In addition to the reissuing of regulations for the brothels, given 
the fact it is well documented that Jewish women were sexually 
assaulted by SS members, it is doubtful that camp brothels would 
have strictly followed orders, especially since some camps had 
sexual assault and sexual violation built into the camp culture. 
Since there is evidence of Jewish women being sexually abused or 
raped by SS guards in extermination camps such as Treblinka, it is 
possible that Jewish women were not reported as Jewish but still 
 






put in the brothels.53 Regardless of whether Jewish women were in 
the brothels, women were still being exploited which makes this an 
important historical topic that needs to be explored and talked 
about. 
While evidence of Jewish women being knowingly put into 
brothels is scarce, there is testimony that proves that Jewish 
women were forced to work in brothels and service privileged 
prisoners. One Jewish woman, choosing to identify as Fela F., 
testified that two of her friends were “made from them a mess” 
after being taken to the prostitution block.54 The fact that brothels 
existed within concentration camps shines a light on a new form of 
the Nazi’s depravity. It shows that Nazis were willing to exploit 
women and put them through repetitive bouts of sexual assault to 
motivate male prisoners as well as turn male victims into 
perpetrators. 
In traditional Holocaust history, the notion of brothels 
existing was generally ignored by historians but, like other topics 
related to the female experience during the Holocaust, this one also 
eventually got the attention it deserved. The main purpose for the 
creation of brothels was to motivate prisoners. who the Nazis used 
as forced labor, to help supply the war with the creation of goods, 
like shoes, or raw materials like stone. For example, in 1941 
Heinrich Himmler (1900–1945) visited the Mauthausen 
concentration camp. Following that visit, he ordered the 
establishment of two brothel barracks in those camps to increase 
production using the brothels as an incentive for male prisoners.55 
Prisoner labor was the driving force for many Nazi projects, but 
their efficiency was low compared to civilian labor forces because 
of inhumane conditions in the camps, low food rations, poor 
hygiene, and daily violence. In addition, high productivity went 
 
53 Robert Sommer, “Sexual Exploitation of Women in Nazi Concentration 
Camp Brothels,” in Sexual Violence Against Jewish Women During the 
Holocaust, eds. Sonja M. Hedgepeth and Rochelle G. Saidel (Lebanon, NH: 
University Press of New England, 2010), 45–55.  
54 Sinnreich, 108–118.  
55 Sommer, 45–55.  
 




against many of the prisoner’s survival strategies since they feared 
both using too much of their limited energy and being killed if they 
were no longer needed because they finished projects too 
quickly.56 So, many male prisoners were turned into perpetrators of 
sexual violence against female inmates when “[w]omen were 
forced to serve as sex laborers as an incentive and privilege for 
some male prisoners.”57 
A survival strategy that some of the women used in the 
brothels, ghettos, and in camps where male and female prisoners 
could meet, were “rational relationships,” a term coined by 
historian Anna Hajkova.58 In these rational relationships,  
 
men would provide women with food and 
protection and receive sexual services in exchange. 
In the case of the camp brothels…in addition to 
giving their chosen women extra food rations and 
protection, men would seek to spare them by 
bribing other men not to have sex with them.59  
 
A situation such as this is a good example of the limited or reduced 
choices that women had during the Holocaust. As stated above, 
some women tried to resist working in the brothels but knew they 
did not have a choice. In the end, it was “work in the brothels or be 
killed.” Under these unique circumstances, the women chose an 
option that, while not something they would have done under 
normal circumstances, secured their survival using what was 
available, which in this case was their sexuality. However, even if 
this did work to their advantage, it does not negate the fact that 
these women were presented with limited options. Even strict  
 
56 Sommer, 45–55.  
57 Ibid., 45–55.  
58 Anna Hajkova, “The structures of female behavior in Theresienstadt,” in 
Genocide and Gender: Jewish Women in the National Socialist Camp System, 







definitions of words like “prostitution” do not properly define the 
situations many women found themselves in. Not when 
arrangements that traded sex for valuable resources could change 
everything. For many of these women, the options were sexual 
assault or death, and the decision to pick sexual assault does not 




For decades after the Holocaust, the topic of focus was on the 
atrocities committed as a whole and any attempt to focus on the 
plight of a specific group of people was ignored because there was 
a general patriarchal narrative that no one wanted to disrupt with a 
taboo of speaking about sexualized violence. Women were in a 
vulnerable position during the Holocaust and numerous factors, 
such as shame and the concept of a hierarchy of suffering, kept 
many women from speaking out about their experiences. Women 
were vulnerable to sexual assault, sexual abuse, rape, humiliation, 
forced abortion, and forced sterilization, in addition to the 
traditionally understood risks associated with the Holocaust. There 
is no hierarchy of suffering and that very concept keeps the 
atrocities of the Holocaust from being fully understood. It is 
important to emphasize once again that during this time women 
were in an impossible position where choices, while they existed, 
were limited and rarely anything a woman would have chosen 
before the outbreak of the war. During this period women made 
decisions they would not have made under normal circumstances 
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